ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
t is impossible to ignore the influence of social media on our society. There are segments of our daily lives that have been dramatically impacted by the use of these new technologies. Be it a high school reunion, national conference, or family wedding, platforms like Twitter and Facebook are a vital part of the communication process.
Students are so accustomed to using this technology that when they enter a classroom they are often "cut off" from this vital connection, as they see it. This disconnect between education, educators, and the student is creating a chasm that needs evaluation. This paper works to examine that chasm, and to draw some conclusions as to why it may be time to incorporate this technology into our classrooms. We created and deployed the Social Media Affinity Scale as a way to examine current usage and beliefs, as well as to discern implications for education.
LITERATURE REVIEW
First, making a case for the rise of social media usage is important in our study. Patel (2010) gives us a visual way of seeing the rise of social media. In his article, he draws from a figure published by Tom Buggey in 2007. Patel titles the figure, "Social Media Can Be a Powerful Learning Tool," and reports that the rise of social media among three target groups (Baby Boomers, Generation Xers, and Millennials) is dramatic. Not only has the usage of these technologies grown, Patel notes that the tenants of learning and work productivity also improve dramatically as we move along the target groups.
In fact, this notion of using social media as a learning tool has carried over to the business world. Aside from the social media divide that often exists between students and educators, some theorists worry about the inherent gender differences that have been noted in the past. Numerous studies have identified measurable differences in the way males and females perceive and use new technology.
It is virtually impossible
As recent as 2000, Bimber cites significant gender differences in Internet access and use. Around one half of the "digital divide" between men and women on the internet is fundamentally gender related. (Bimber, 2000) . Some theorists suggest that the internet may appeal differently to men and women because of stereotypes signally that computer technology is more appropriately male than female (Janssen, Reinen & Plomp, 1997; Fletcher-Finn & Suddendorf, 1996; Sutton, 1991.)
In the United States and Australia, unlike many countries, men and women use the Internet in nearly equal measure, but for often decidedly different purposes. An open-ended interview study found that women generally use the Internet as a tool for activities , rather than as play or a technology to be mastered. (Singh, 2001.) In another study based on a general model of internet use, it was found that females used the internet more for email than did males, while males used the web more than females did. (Jackson, Ervin, Gardner, Schmitt, 2001.) Further literature indicates additional gender differences related to email technology. A study drawing from a comparable group of knowledge workers using email systems in the airline industry in North America, Asia and Europe indicted that men and women differ dramatically in their perceptions of email, but not in their usage of it. (Gefen & Straub, 1997.) In expanding the discussion to consider the adoption of new technology in general, the Technology Acceptance Model was used to determine that on all points of measurement, men's technology usage decisions were more strongly influenced by their perception of usefulness. In contrast, women were more strongly influenced by their perceptions of ease of use. (Morris, Venkatesh, 2000.) Broos' General Linear Model analysis revealed a significant effect of gender, computer use and selfperceived computer experience on computer anxiety attitudes. In general, females had more negative attitude towards computers and the Internet than men and males were found to have less computer anxiety than females. (Broos, 2005.) Additional gender differences were noted in the way that males and females respond to online rich media. Rich media is the term given to digital communication that features audio, video, animation or interactive elements. Experiments have studied the effects of media richness on decision making in two-person teams (all male, all female, and mixed gender) using one form of "new media" (computer-mediated communication). Participants took longer to make decisions with computer-mediated communication. Matching richness to task equivocality only resulted in better performance for the all-female teams, likely because females are more sensitive to nonverbal communication and more affected by its absence in computer-mediated communication. Results support media richness theory only for all-female teams. (Dennis, Kinney & Hung, 1999.) Other literature has examined the adoption and use of mobile phones as a distinct form of new technology. Springer's 2003 paper reports on an empirical study of the connection between consumption patterns and mobile phone use. Technology enthusiasm and trend-consciousness was linked to impulsive consumption and "hard" values prevalent among males; whereas an "addictive" use of the phone was related to "trendy" and "impulsive" consumption styles among females. The traditional gender division in mobile phone use styles that could be observed is interesting in the light of conjectures that genders are becoming more alike in their use of new technology. (Springer, 2003.) As recent as 2009, a study conducted for the Pew Internet and American Life Project identifies persistent gender differences in regard to the way teens use social media specifically. Sixty-five percent of online teens have a profile online. Girls, particularly older girls, however are more likely to use social networking sites than boys (86% of girls 15-17 have profile online, compared to 69% of boys 15-17) (Lenhert, 2009).
Baird and Fisher are credited with conducting the first major examination of potential uses of social media in education and identify key advantages that social media platforms provide today's neomillennial learners. Their study readily points out that today's students have been raised in the "always on" world of interactive media, the Internet, and digital messaging technologies and, therefore, have very different expectations and learning styles than previous generations. This net-centric generation values their ability to use the Web to create a self-paced, customized, on-demand learning path that includes multiple forms of interactive, social, and self-publishing media tools. (Baird & Fisher, 2005) .
With the rise in social media quite apparent, and the need to connect the chasm between educators and students of the digital age, this paper deploys the Social Media Affinity Scale as a way to examine implications for education.
METHODOLOGY AND HYPOTHESES
A paper-and-pencil survey of college students at a regional Division II school was conducted in February 2010. The survey was comprehensive in that it included social media usage, smartphone ownership and apps downloading, demographic questions, and beliefs about social media. The volunteer sample resulted in 141 undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and 40 completing the survey, with nearly equal representation among males and females.
A major portion of the study was the creation and deployment of the Social Media Affinity Scale, a 13-item instrument developed to measure respondent beliefs about social media sites in general. Prior to the study, an extensive exploratory phase was conducted in order to better ascertain the issues of importance to users and nonusers of social media. This resulted in the 13-item Social Media Affinity Scale.
The Social Media Affinity Scale consists of Likert-scale items, of which nine were stated in the positive, and four in the negative. These four were re-coded in the subsequent analysis. The scale was pre-tested with volunteer subjects prior to deployment in this study. The pre-test was used to check for any difficulties in comprehending the items, as well as the overall technicalities of the instrument. No substantial problems in wording or mechanics were recorded.
Gender differences have historically existed in both media consumption and technology usage. These differences forming the bases for many of our hypothesized relationships. Based on the literature and data reported above, we hypothesize that there will be significant differences between males and females with regard to internet and social media usage, as well as beliefs about social media.
H1:
There will be no significant difference in the amount of internet usage (hours per week) between males and females.
H2:
Females will report a significantly higher amount of social media usage (hours per week) than will males.
H3:
Females will report a significantly higher overall affinity for social media usage (as measured on the SMA Scale) than will males.
H4:
Females will report significantly higher scores on all factors extracted from the Social Media Affinity Scale than will males.
RESULTS
The first step in the analysis was to assess the reliability of the SMA Scale. An alpha=0.77 was calculated, indicating the scale has strong internal reliability.
The second step was to perform an Exploratory Factor Analysis on the scale. Using Principal Components Analysis with a Varimax Rotation, three factors were extracted with eigenvalues greater than 1.00. A qualitative inspection of the factors showed that the analysis had collapsed the survey items into factors with these themes: Redeeming Value, Shared Interests, and Business & Organization Uses. The factor loadings were all sufficiently high as to warrant their inclusion (see Table 2 ).
Next, t-tests for independent means were calculated for gender by the following variables: internet usage/hours per week and social media usage/hours per week (see Table 1 ) and gender by the summed scores of the complete SMA Scale as well as the summed scores of the three extracted factors (see Table 3 ). These t-tests formed the basis of all tests for the hypotheses above.
In every instance H1, the t-tests failed to reveal any significant differences between males. Thus, we reject H2, H3, and H4a-H4c, while retaining H1. While there were small observed differences in the directions hypothesized, they were no so large as to conclude significant differences exist.
These results thus confirm previous findings indicating no imbalance in internet usage among males and females, while at the same time confirming such an imbalance exists with regard to social media usage. Furthermore, the high reliability and successful factor analysis of the SMA Scale indicate it has useful application in the field for determining overall beliefs about social media, as well as possible readiness to embrace social media in new applications.
DISCUSSION
This study is limited in that it was conducted on only one college campus, and may not be representative of college students in general. The sample was rather homogeneous, with few minority groups represented. Still, the sample and the campus in general are representative of the local population in which the campus is located. Future studies should seek to include students from a variety of campuses across regions, seeking greater balance among ethnic and income groups.
The sample itself, while providing sufficient numbers of subjects for statistical purposes, is small. In future efforts to broaden the scope of the sample, a greater number of participants overall is also desirable A confirmatory factor analysis should be performed with the SMA Scale, utilizing a separate sample. This will help to further validate the scale as a useful tool for indicating openness to using social media.
Most significantly, though, the results of this study along with the reliability and factor analysis of the SMA scale suggest that the time has come for institutions and individual professors and instructors to consider utilizing social media sites (such as Facebook) as important components of course delivery. Since only 4 out of 141 respondents did not have a Facebook account, it would not be a technological impossibility to utilize the popular social media site as a means of content delivery and student engagement. This can be accomplished by the course professor creating and maintaining a Fan Page, at no cost to anyone involved, and completely apart from the limitations of course management systems such as Bloackboard, Angel and WebCT.
For example, class discussion can be held at the course page, supplemental material can be linked or presented, and pictures and video can be embedded. Furthermore, professors and students alike can access this site via their smartphones as well as computers, thereby creating a class that is truly without boundaries.
The lack of significant difference between males and females in all aspects of this study demonstrate that relative parity has come to not only internet usage, but also that of social media. While it is possible that males and females utilize these two for different reasons (and in different ways), the fact that both genders are using them in fairly equal (and large) amounts presents opportunities for educators. Social media are a tool to be leveraged, not avoided.
Finally, the fact that sites like Facebook have now become part of the broader social fabric makes it possible to communicate with and engage students and professors at all ages. They are a communications medium nearly on par with face-to-face interaction.
The primary contributions of this paper are thus twofold: (1) the Social Media Affinity Scale is a reliable tool for assessing beliefs about social media, and can be used to determine readiness to use social media in a variety of applications; and, (2) a significant opportunity exists to leverage the power of social media in college courses. 
